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TITLE: 
Resolution calling upon the federal government to enact both H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, which would, respectively, help to stop the unnecessary closure of neighborhood post offices and would help to increase community input as the Post Office reorganizes branches throughout the city of New York
I. 
Introduction

The Committee on Governmental Operations will meet on October 20, 2009 to consider Res. 2166-A (“the Resolution”), a resolution calling upon the federal government to enact both H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, which would, respectively, help to stop the unnecessary closure of neighborhood post offices and increase community input as the postal service reorganizes branches throughout the city of New York.  

Local postal branches play an integral role in the daily lives of members of the City’s diverse communities and post office closings have the potential to disrupt both residents’ ability to communicate with friends and family and the ability of neighborhood businesses to weather the current economic slowdown.  The United States Postal Service (“USPS”), however, faces a multibillion-dollar loss for the 2009 fiscal year and certain service cutbacks may be difficult to avoid given the current economic climate.  The resolution being considered today addresses these issues.  Those invited to testify at today’s hearing include representatives of the United States Postal Service, the American Postal Workers Union, state and federal elected officials, good government and advocacy groups, and interested members of the public.
II.
Background

Benjamin Franklin established the USPS in Philadelphia in 1775 following a decree by the Second Continental Congress.
  Since then, the USPS has grown to be the second largest employer in the United States, employing over 650,000 workers in approximately 32,741 post offices and support facilities across the country.  Although the USPS has historically been largely financially self-sufficient, the recent rise in digital forms of communication led to a sharp decrease in the amount of mail processed by the USPS and created a fiscal crisis for the organization.  In 2008, mail volume fell by 9.5 billion pieces, lowering the total mail sent last year to 203 billion pieces.
  The USPS spent $77.738 billion in operating costs while only recouping $74.932 billion in revenue during the 2008 fiscal year, ending the year with a net loss of $2.8 billion.
  The USPS is likely to experience an even greater decline in pieces of mail sent in the 2009 fiscal year.  The total number of pieces of mail sent is expected to drop by a further 28 billion pieces in 2009, lowering the total number of pieces of mail sent to 175 billion overall.  According to the New York Times, the USPS faces a $7 billion budget deficit for the 2009 fiscal year.
  In an effort to close this record multi-billion dollar deficit, the USPS created the Station and Branch Optimization and Consolidation Initiative
 – a cost-cutting plan to assess the viability and practicality of closing certain postal branches around the nation.  

III.
The Station and Branch Optimization and Consolidation Initiative

The USPS established the cost-cutting Station and Branch Optimization and Consolidation Initiative in the summer of 2009.  The initiative, according to the USPS, “examined approximately 3,600 stations and branches in urban and suburban areas across the country, focusing on facilities in relatively close proximity to one another, to determine where consolidations might be feasible, while maintaining customer access to postal services.”
  On October 9, 2009, the USPS announced that, of the 3,600 branches under assessment, 371 locations remain under consideration for closure, including 14 locations throughout New York City.
  The USPS is considering closing seven locations in the Bronx, five locations in Manhattan, as well as two locations in Queens. 

The USPS believes that consolidating service throughout the country will help off-set the organization’s growing budget deficit and contends that consolidation might provide “additional efficiency” through the postal system. 
  According to a recent press release issued by the USPS, “Reducing over-capacity in retail and delivery operations is a good business move. Every effort will be made to maintain and improve customer access to postal services.”

It is important to note that the published list of potential branch consolidations is not the final list of postal closings and that no final decisions on closures or consolidations have been made.  Before any decision may be finalized, the Postal Regulatory Commission (“PRC”) – an independent regulatory agency created by the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970 – must review the process that the Postal Service has used to make such decisions.
  According to the PRC’s website, the agency is currently advising the USPS on whether the consolidation plan is well designed and is consistent with national postal policy.  Furthermore, the PRC maintains that it is working to ensure that the quality of USPS service does not suffer because of the consolidations.  Although it is the USPS that ultimately makes the final decisions regarding postal closings, the public may appeal such decisions to the PRC.  On appeal, the PRC can overturn a decision to close a certain branch if such decision was either (i) “unsupported by substantial evidence on the record;” or (ii) “not made in accordance with established procedures;” or (iii) “arbitrary, capricious, an abuse of discretion, or otherwise not in accordance with the law.”  

IV.
The Resolution

Resolution 2166-A calls upon the federal government to enact H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, which would, respectively, potentially stop the unnecessary closure of neighborhood post offices and help increase community input as the Post Office reorganizes branches throughout the city of New York.  

The Resolution argues that the USPS performs an invaluable service in every community throughout the nation by enabling the dissemination of information and helping to make the movement of goods possible.  Moreover, a well functioning Postal Service is critical to the nation’s overall economic recovery, as it not only helps to increase economic activity in the short term, but also ensures that the nation has a strong foundation for sustained growth and prosperity.  Postal closings are likely to have a negative impact on all affected communities, but may pose the greatest harm to the most economically vulnerable New Yorkers, including many seniors and low-income families.  For instance, what used to be a simple trip to the local post office for a senior citizen or a working parent could potentially necessitate the use of public transportation, thus making such a visit more costly and time consuming.  

H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act of 2009, would reduce the amount the United States Postal Service must pay into the Postal Service Retiree Health Benefits Fund by September 30, 2009, from $5.4 billion to $1.4 billion.
  The legislation would allow the USPS to simultaneously draw current retiree payments from the presently established fund instead of having to wait until 2016 as it continues to fund health care for future retirees.  The change would save the USPS $2.3 billion in 2009 with a potential increase in savings in the coming years.
  On September 15, 2009, the House of Representatives passed H.R. 22 with 388 votes in the affirmative and 32 votes in the negative.  On September 16, the legislation was sent to the United States Senate and remains there under consideration.

H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, would modify the procedures the USPS must follow in connection with the closing or consolidation of any postal facility.  The legislation, according to an official congressional summary, would “require an assessment of the need for the closure or consolidation; eliminate a requirement to consider the resulting Postal Service economic savings; require a posting in each affected postal facility at least 90 days before the final decision is made; and require (under current law, allowing) suspension of the determination pending an appeal to the Postal Regulatory Commission.”
  H.R. 658 remains under consideration in the House Subcommittee on Federal Workforce, Post Office, and the District of Columbia.

V.
Testimony

The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony on the merits of the proposed resolution, particularly in the areas of cost-savings and preserving postal service throughout the City.  
Res. No. 2166-A

Resolution calling upon the federal government to enact both H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, which would, respectively, help to stop the unnecessary closure of neighborhood post offices and would help to increase community input as the Post Office reorganizes branches throughout the city of New York.   
By The Speaker (Council Member Quinn) 

Whereas, On August 20, 2009, elected officials from all levels of government in the City of New York gathered to officially call on the United States Postal Service (“USPS”) to halt unnecessary closures of neighborhood post offices and to call for greater community involvement in the USPS’s procedures for closing or consolidating post offices throughout the city; and

Whereas, Because of the recent economic downturn and the increasing popularity of digital forms of communication, the USPS is facing a potential loss of $7 billion for the 2009 fiscal year; and

Whereas, If the USPS’s fiscal crisis is not resolved soon, the USPS announced on October 8, 2009 that it will likely be forced to close 371 locations throughout the nation, including as many as 14 locations in New York City; and

Whereas, The two boroughs that would be most adversely affected are Manhattan and the Bronx with a potential for 5 and 7 closings, respectively; and

Whereas, The post office is an important but often overlooked component of the nation’s and city’s infrastructure that is critical to the success of the economy; and

Whereas, New York City elected officials have called upon the United States Congress to pass two bills that could potentially alleviate the fiscal crisis facing the USPS and ultimately ensure that the level of postal service remains unchanged throughout the City: H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act; and

Whereas, H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, would save the USPS approximately $2.3 billion per year in operating expenses – money which could be used to preserve postal service throughout the country – by allowing it to access the Postal Service Retiree Health Benefits Fund to pay health insurance for postal retirees; and  

Whereas, According to the Congressional Budget Office, the use of such funds from the Postal Service Retiree Health Benefits Fund would not jeopardize the USPS’s ability to provide proper healthcare to its employees in the future; and 
Whereas, H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, would improve the USPS’s procedures for closings or consolidating services by ensuring that communities that now are only notified of potential changes through mailings and newspaper notices, would, in the future, also have the ability to participate in such decisions at public hearings; and

Whereas, On September 15, 2009, the House of Representatives passed H.R. 22 with 388 votes in the affirmative and 32 votes in the negative, and, on September 16, the legislation was sent to the United States Senate and remains there under consideration; H.R. 658 remains under consideration in the House Subcommittee on Federal Workforce, Post Office, and the District of Columbia; and

Whereas, Congressional Representative Jerry Nadler, a co-sponsor of both bills, said in support of the legislation at a press conference on August 20, 2009: “There is no excuse for the Postal Service to give short shrift to customers and cut services that every person and business depends on; I am calling on the USPS to work harder to make sure that needs of community members and businesses are met;” and

Whereas, The USPS performs an invaluable service in every community throughout the nation by enabling the dissemination of information and helping to make the movement of goods possible; and 

Whereas, A well functioning Postal Service is critical to the nation’s overall economic recovery, as it not only helps to increase economic activity in the short term, but also ensures that the nation has a strong foundation that makes sustained growth and prosperity possible throughout the 21st century; and

Whereas, Postal closings will have a negative impact on all affected communities, but pose the greatest harm to the most economically vulnerable New Yorkers, including many seniors and low-income families; and

Whereas, What used to be a simple trip to the local post office for a senior citizen or a working parent, for example, if these closings occur, could potentially necessitate the use of public transportation to get to the closest post office, making such a visit more costly and time consuming; and

Whereas, H.R. 22 and H.R. 658 will help ease the financial burden on not only New Yorkers but all Americans; now, therefore, be it  

 Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the federal government to enact both H.R. 22, the United States Postal Service Financial Relief Act, and H.R. 658, the Access to Postal Services Act, which would, respectively, help to stop the unnecessary closure of neighborhood post offices and would help to increase community input as the Post Office reorganizes branches throughout the city of New York.  
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